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I know the program says that the sermon will come later, but I want to stop now, just before our vigil ends, because once it ends, things will roll along pretty quickly. I don’t want to interrupt that process that carries us from the Easter Acclamation through the Sacrament, and to the Dismissal that sends us forth as witness to the Resurrection, and thus as prophets and pastors of new life. To prepare ourselves for that transformative process, we have sat in the darkness of the night, and listened to the stories that tell us who we are.
When I was a child, my great-grandmother was the center of a large extended family. I knew all of my grandmother’s siblings, and their children and grandchildren – except for Edith, who died in the flu epidemic of 1918. But I knew about Edith, because four generations of our family would gather once a year at Great-grandma’s house, and stories would be told. Even as a child I knew those stories were important, even if in later years I would have to expend considerable effort unlearning some of the lessons that had been planted so deeply within me. These people were all Norwegians, after all!
So that’s what we’ve been doing tonight. Listening to stories from long before our birth, but stories that are nonetheless constituent parts of our identity today. And there also may be things, behaviors, ideas, that we may need to unlearn as well. For what I have been paying attention to this Holy Week is the way fear seems to be constantly whispering in our ears, coloring all our decisions and actions. And that whisper of fear is found even in the family stories we hear from Scripture tonight. 
The story of Creation begins gloriously enough. I remember once hearing someone describe the scene as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit sitting around a table, pounding away with great mugs of good German beer, and shouting “It is very good! It is very good!” Irreverent perhaps, but it captures the outrageous joy of the moment. Yet we know how quickly fear enters the scene. The story of the Fall, of relationships broken. Brother killing brother, and an ever widening circle of violence, until God, in a fit of anger, wipes everything out and starts over again with Noah and his family. But there was no improvement. A land was promised, but slavery followed. Liberty was granted, but the chains of servitude were wanted more. Kings came and went. Wars were won and lost. The Promised Land invaded and destroyed, the apparent victory of the forces of fear, and the people cried, “We are clean cut off. Our bones are dried out and dead.” And the people were taught that this is what God wanted, that they were being punished for their sins, that divine justice demanded their suffering.
And that story is being told yet today, isn’t it? For we live in fearful and uncertain times. So we tell ourselves that we must be stern and unbending in the face of that fear. We must not give in. And we tell ourselves of a stern and unbending God who will not allow us to give in, who will not tolerate any wavering to left or right. Our world becomes hard and unforgiving and our God becomes hard and unforgiving. You see, I believe there is a reason why the voices of religious extremists are so much louder today. We live in times which seem to justify the slaughter of the marginal in order to protect the purity of the elect.
It’s the old story, “Tough times don’t last, but tough people do.” Who would want to believe in such a God? So some people come to me and ask, “Why is God doing this to me?” And other people come to me and declare, “I can no longer believe in a God who does such things!” To the first people I say, “God isn’t doing this to you at all.” To the second people I say, “I don’t believe in such a God, either.”
Because, you see, there is another story, not the once concocted out of half-remembered folk tales, today’s headlines, and our own fear and confusion. This story also begins with the goodness of Creation, but tells how God strove to protect that goodness and beauty. Even though we kept turning our backs again and again, God kept trying to breathe new life into us. “God so loved the world, that God gave God’s only-begotten Son….” Jesus showed us how to live gracefully, lovingly, and above all faithfully instead of fearfully. In doing so, he broke just about every rule we ever wrote. Is it any wonder he was killed? And let’s not fool ourselves. It would be just the same today. For if there is one thing the fearful can’t tolerate, it’s the free. And such freedom can only be maintained in and by faith. So if it is no wonder that Jesus was killed, in the end it also isn’t surprising that God raised him again. We just never expected God to be so loving is all. We hadn’t listened to that part.
But it was there, and it is here, and it is this that will change us into new people, the very people needed in the world today. Free and faithful people. Wes Avram, senior pastor at Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church (and Pam’s boss!) describes the meaning of the Easter story this way, “Christ’s choice – God’s choice ends the need for violence to redeem or fix. We no longer need to crack a few eggs to make the omelet. We no longer need to be cruel to be kind, to go through the dark night to welcome the day. We may and will undergo these things with him, but it is the “with him” and not the things themselves that make us strong, and whole, and alive.”
This is the process we are about to go through. The Baptismal Covenant reminds us of the life we are called to live. The Easter Acclamation acknowledges Jesus’ choice and God’s choice – Jesus choosing the Cross, and God choosing to raise the Crucified One. This leads us to the Sacrament – the “with him”. With him on the night before he died, and therefore with him in every dark moment of life and every dark corner of the world. And with him as well as he rises to new life. Strengthened, healed, and newly alive we are Christ’s pastors, bringing his love to the forsaken, we are Christ’s prophets, pointing out his presence to the lost. Witnesses, yes. But even more examples – not despite our flaws and failings, but because of our flaws and failings – examples of what life in Christ truly means. 

